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ABSTRACT
OLIVIA RAMOS SCHWAB: A Tale of Two Companies: The Importance of Public Relations
Amidst the Shift Towards Corporate Activism (Under the direction of Scott Fiene)
By comparing the controversies that stemmed from Papa John’s John Schnatter and
CrossFit’s Greg Glassman, some obvious public relations strategies stand out, including but not
limited to understanding an audience, adapting to a changing environment, establishing a crisis
communications plan, and taking controversial stands on issues close to the audience’s hearts.
Most importantly though, if companies preach messages of social change, they must follow up
on their stances with corrective action to do their best to help facilitate it in society.
While examining the history of corporate activism, it is clear why and how some
corporations become the victims of public backlash. Operating in a time of heightened corporate
activism is not simple, but being cognizant of the implications and following a set public
relations plan can help eliminate the chances of companies making the same mistakes that Papa
John’s and CrossFit did in the past.
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Chapter 1: The History of Papa John’s Pizza

P

apa John’s, the fourth largest pizza delivery restaurant chain in the United
States, was founded by John H. Schnatter, more commonly referred to by his
nickname “Papa John.” Schnatter graduated from Ball State University in

1983 with a degree in business administration. That same year, he went to work as the manager
of Mick’s Lounge, his father Robert’s tavern in Jeffersonville, Indiana. With $64,000 of debt,
the tavern was on the verge of closing its doors, and according to Schnatter “was definitely the
filthiest, dirtiest, smelliest, roughest, toughest beer joint in town,” (Schnatter 79). With the
intentions of saving his father’s business, Schnatter sold his Camaro ZS8 and began paying off
some of his father’s debts. With an interior restoration, some pricing changes, and the business
skills he had learned from his grandfather, Schnatter was able to reduce Mick Lounge’s debt to
$32,000 in only a few months’ time. By March of 1984, Mick’s Lounge was officially in the
black, and shortly after, Schnatter was ready to embark on a new journey.
Around the same time that Schnatter was beginning to see the tavern succeed, another
life-changing event occurred: his grandfather, who was his strongest support system, passed
away. Schnatter knew that although he was good at managing the bar, he was not passionate
about it. He asked himself what his grandfather would want him to do next, and one night, the
idea dawned on him to make pizzas. The idea was not completely random, for he had worked at
a pizzeria named Greek’s when he was in college and learned to love the process of baking
pizza. During his time working there, he dreamt of one day opening up his own establishment
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but put the idea in the back of his mind until that one night in the bar. He had a vision to convert
the broom closet at Mick’s into a pizza kitchen, so he did just that.
With humble beginnings, he purchased some pizza-making equipment and converted the
broom closet into his pizza kitchen, but the process was no easy feat. He burnt his first pizza,
and on most nights, Schnatter got nearly no sleep as he worked endlessly to perfect the pizza
recipe. By the age of 23, Schnatter’s pizzas were becoming increasingly popular in his home
town, and he was profiting over $100,000 at Mick’s Lounge. In February of 1985, he purchased
the building next door to the tavern and decided to move out of the broom closet and into his
own pizzeria. On April 11, 1985, exactly one year after he began making pizzas in the broom
closet, Schnatter opened the very first Papa John’s and instantly doubled the sales he was making
prior to having his own storefront. According to Schnatter, with $9,000 in weekly sales, “We
were already selling 50 percent more pizzas than the leading pizza chain that had been around for
25 years [Domino’s],” (Schnatter 181). On Halloween in 1985, Schnatter opened the second
Papa John’s location in Clarksville, Indiana, and less than a month later, he opened the third in
New Albany, Indiana. Soon after, he began expanding into Kentucky, and in June of 1987,
Schnatter’s longtime goal of turning his pizzeria into a franchise came true when Scott Roalofs
opened his first franchise in Fern Creek, Kentucky.
Prior to 1988, Schnatter never truly invested in marketing and advertising and had only
run a few newspaper ads here and there. It was not until late that year that Papa John’s hired a
local advertising firm named Gibson, McKnight and Miller, and they created Papa John’s first
television commercial. According to Schnatter, “The ad is hilariously awful,” but the firm was
also responsible for successful slogan and logo changes. Papa John’s decided to upgrade to
Freibert Advertising in 1989 and then received the “Best Pizza in Louisville” award at Louisville
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Magazine’s annual awards dinner. This award proved to be a huge achievement for Papa John’s,
for when the town heard about it, “some stores saw permanent revenue jumps of 15 to 20 percent
over the next few weeks,” (Schnatter 219). The increased revenue led to expansions into
Nashville, Indianapolis, and Cincinnati.
Then in 1991, Schnatter met Rick Sherman, the CEO of Rally’s, a fast-food drive thru
chain restaurant. Schnatter gave Sherman one-and-a-half percent of Papa John’s in exchange for
his help in getting three million dollars from the bank. Sherman suggested the idea of going
public, and because of Schnatter’s desire to expand more into the South, he agreed. When Wall
Street opened at 9:30 a.m. on June 8, 1993, Schnatter claims to have not had enough money to
take his wife on a vacation, but by the end of the day, “Papa John’s International became worth
$344 million,” (Schnatter 227). At this point, Papa John’s had 232 stores, but within a year of
going public, they opened 500, and by 1996, store #1,000. In June of 1997, Schnatter opened his
1,500th store, “meaning [they’d] grown by 50 percent in only ten months,” (Schnatter 342).
Soon after Papa John’s quick success, Schnatter began noticing issues in the company;
the fast-paced growth led to a decline in quality. Franchisees were in the business in order to
earn a quick buck and easily lost sight of Schnatter’s mission to make the company feel like a
small-town pizzeria. With stores failing to produce superior pizzas and resulting to subpar
customer service, Schnatter was left with trying to figure out a way to monitor the service across
the nation. After about four years of decline, Schnatter implemented the “secret shopper
program” in 2001 to help anonymously measure the quality of pizzas on every corner of the map.
With the program in place, Schnatter learned that the average Papa John’s pizza score was a 5.1
out of 10, so he took it upon himself to lead by example and show the struggling franchises what
needed to be done with a top to bottom method.
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Schnatter was successful in improving the quality of the pizzas, but a new problem arose.
Some franchisees had come to dislike Schnatter and the way he had challenged them in recent
years, so they resorted to speaking ill of Schnatter in the press. “This actually threatened to undo
the progress we made over the previous four years…A house divided against itself cannot
stand,” Schnatter said (Schnatter 389). He felt that his company was on the verge of being torn
apart and decided something had to be done in order to save the company he had worked so hard
to build. He said, “Something had to give. I eventually realized that something was me,”
(Schnatter 390). This realization was the first of many CEO problems that Schnatter and Papa
John’s would face.
Schnatter stepped down from his role as president and CEO, and by early 2005, there was
new management at Papa John’s in hopes of finding harmony within the company once again.
Schnatter still held a position as Chairman of the Board of Directors and was the principal
shareholder, but upon this switch, Schnatter explains that the Head Coach model, or the model
that in his opinion every good leader should follow, quickly turned into the Kingship model.
Schnatter explains this model system by saying, “Whereas a Head Coach focuses on helping
others recognize and achieve their potential, Kingship is all about the people in charge getting
ahead on the backs of those beneath them,” (Schnatter 430-431). Those in charge were
deceiving franchisees, manufacturing good news, and causing the quality of the pizza to
deteriorate. The company went from a culture of “People Are Priority Always” to “short term
profits above all else,” (Schnatter 450).
In 2007, Schnatter, as the company’s largest shareholder, faced his first encounter with
people attempting to kick him out of the company. Because of the disagreements he had with the
way management was now running the company, they tried to buy him out of his shares, but
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Schnatter disagreed. Instead, management removed him from advertisements, disabled his key
card used to enter the facility for board meetings, and eventually removed his family from the
health insurance policy provided by the company. This would not be the last time. Then, in
2008, the company’s stock began falling, and the current executive team had no idea how to run
the company during this economically challenging time. Schnatter convinced his fellow board
members that Papa John’s needed new management, and on December 4, 2008, he rejoined the
company as CEO.

Figure 1.1: Papa John’s Stock Price between April 2005 and November 2008. This
was the indicator that Schnatter used to determine that the value of Papa John’s was
in trouble under new management even though he ignored market-wide problems that
occurred in 2008 (macrotrends.net).

Starting with all the top executives, Schnatter began to clean out the company and replace
those individuals who were inhibiting the growth of Papa John’s. He found people committed to
his Head Coach model. He also rebuilt relationships with franchisees that the previous
5

management had neglected and improved the product quality to once again include the superior
ingredients that made Papa John’s pizzas better than the competition. The company began
focusing more on technology and nearly doubled the national marketing budget. These efforts,
along with several other changes, allowed Papa John’s stock price to grow tremendously.
Schnatter rebuilt Papa John’s much like he did with his father’s bar. He saw problems and gave
it his all to ensure they were fixed.

Figure 1.2: Papa John’s Stock Price between 2008 and 2016 following
Schnatter’s new role as chief executive officer. This growth proves that the
new changes were bringing success to the company after years of instability
(macrotrends.net).
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Figure 1.3: Additional figures showing the growth of Papa
John’s between 2009 and 2016 in terms of earnings per share,
worldwide store count, and global system sales (Schnatter
627).
7

Despite Papa John’s numbers being on the rise in nearly all aspects of the company
during his second term as chief executive officer, rough times were approaching. Like Schnatter
said, “It goes without saying that we’ll run into tough times—it’s never a question of whether a
storm is coming, but when the storm will hit and how you handle it,” (Schnatter 628). Little did
he know, a huge storm was approaching, and he would be at the forefront of it.
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Chapter 2: The Controversy Surrounding Papa John’s

T

he Papa John’s scandal began with the National Football League’s (NFL)
national anthem controversy in August of 2016 when former San Francisco
49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick kneeled for “The Star-Spangled Banner”

to protest racial injustice and police brutality. The League began facing backlash from fans
immediately, and teams were even advised by former President Donald Trump to fire players
who refused to stand for the national anthem. He and millions of his supporters felt strongly
about this situation and were disappointed in the NFL’s leadership for not preventing these
protests from happening.
Papa John’s came under fire during the following football season when the NFL was
experiencing a decline in television viewership numbers as compared to previous years. At this
point, at least 250 players had joined Kaepernick in protest by kneeling before games. The
decline in numbers was mostly due to game boycotts from people who disagreed with the
national anthem protests, but it was also partially because of nationally heightened fears over the
likelihood of concussions and long-lasting brain damage associated with playing tackle football.
Additionally, with the everchanging digital world, more fans than ever before were choosing to
watch the football games online rather than watch them on traditional television. According to
an article published in USA Today, for all of these reasons, Nielson ratings for the NFL’s 2017
season had declined five percent since 2016 and 18.6 percent since 2015.
Papa John’s had been the official pizza sponsor of NFL football since 2010, meaning that
the company had appeared in advertisements everywhere from the NFL Draft to the Super Bowl
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for several consecutive years. In both 2016 and 2017, Papa John’s was the most recognized
sponsor of NFL football according to a survey by SportsBusiness Journal and Turnkey
Intelligence. Because fewer people were watching NFL games, Schnatter felt that his company’s
pizza sales were also suffering. Despite other business and industry-wide challenges, Schnatter
blamed the decline in pizza sales entirely on the players’ protests. On an analyst call on
November 1, 2017, Schnatter said, "The NFL leadership has hurt Papa John’s shareholders. The
NFL has been a long and valued partner over the years. But we're certainly disappointed that the
NFL and its leadership did not resolve the ongoing situation to the satisfaction of all parties long
ago. This should've been nipped in the bud a year and half ago.” While many agree that the
events occurring in the League were partially to blame, they surely were not the sole reason, and
this is when Papa John’s really began feeling the effects of their founder’s words.
With people taking to social media to complain about Schnatter and the company, widespread dissatisfaction occurred. The international corporation, with over 5,000 locations
worldwide and an annual revenue of over $1.7 billion, experienced an immediate 11 percent
decrease in stock prices following Schnatter’s insensitive comments. Additionally, Schnatter’s
personal net worth decreased by $70 million. Fourteen days following Schnatter’s initial
comments, the company finally released an apology tweet attempting to explain their reasoning
for the comments while also showing their supposed support for systematic change and racial
equality, but many believed their words were an empty apology and given much too late.
Unfortunately for Papa John’s, their founder and CEO continued to receive plenty of backlash,
and several previous customers responded to the tweet with vows to never buy another Papa
John’s pizza ever again.
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Figure 2.1: Papa
John’s Pizza’s
November 14, 2017
apology tweet
regarding comments
made by Schnatter
about NFL protests.
The tweet is followed
by some customers’
responses clearly
showing that their
statement did not fix
all of the company’s
problems.

At this point, not only had their stock fallen by 13 percent, but they had also been dubbed
the official pizza of the alt-right causing Papa John’s spokesperson Peter Collins to defend the
company saying they were caught off-guard by the endorsement and that they condemn all
racism. He stated that the company did not want to be associated with the alt right and
encouraged them to not buy their pizzas. A public relations crisis had definitely begun, and with
no hope for the company with Schnatter as the head of the brand, Schnatter announced on
December 21, 2017 that he would officially step down from CEO at the turn of the new year. On
January 1, 2018, Steve Ritchie, who had worked for the company since 1996 and had been Chief
Operating Officer (COO) since 2014, replaced Schnatter as CEO. Despite the change in
11

leadership, Schnatter remained as the company’s largest shareholder and continued to serve as
Chairman, but the NFL decided to drop the company from the official pizza sponsor position,
replacing them with longtime competitor Pizza Hut.
After Schnatter stepped down from CEO, Chief Marketing Officer (CMO) Brandon
Rhoten petitioned to remove Schnatter from advertising prominence. Schnatter was not happy
that he was being forced out of the spotlight, so he personally hired an outside marketing agency
to make advertisements that showcased him. Still in the Chairman position on the Board of
Directors, Schnatter was able to drive out Rhoten from his CMO position in May. With Rhoten
out of the picture, the pizza company hired a marketing agency called Laundry Service to
manage Schnatter’s resurgence into the company’s formal advertisements.
This resurgence would not last for long. As if the company had not experienced enough
accusations of being racist in November, even more chaos ensued in July when Forbes released
information that Schnatter had used a racial epithet about African-Americans during a media
training call between Papa John’s executives and Laundry Service in May 2018. That call was
set up as a role-playing exercise so that Papa John’s could discuss how to prevent public
relations disasters in the future, but as one might expect, that call did just the opposite. On the
call, Schnatter attempted to downplay what had happened in November of the previous year by
saying that he did not deserve backlash about his national anthem protest comments because
“Colonel Sanders called blacks n****** and never faced public rebuke,” (Neuman).
Additionally, Forbes said, “Schnatter also reflected on his early life in Indiana, where, he said,
people used to drag African-Americans from trucks until they died.” Supposedly, he intended
for these words to express his disdain for racism, but several people on the call thought his
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remarks were offensive and insensitive. Then, Casey Wasserman, Laundry Service’s owner,
decided to end their contract with Papa John’s.
Schnatter’s use of the N-word had been recorded, and once that information was released
to the media, Schnatter decided to release a personal statement apologizing for the language he
used during the call. He said, “Regardless of the context, I apologize. Simply stated, racism has
no place in our society,” (Neuman). Schnatter, stepping down once again, resigned from his
position as Chairman, and later that day, the company released their own statement saying that
the Board of Directors had accepted Schnatter’s resignation, agreed as a committee to prevent
him from entering offices at corporate headquarters in Louisville, Kentucky, and would be
working to remove him from his position as the face of the brand.
It was not necessarily a smooth transition, for Schnatter filed several lawsuits against the
company in an attempt to regain prominence over the brand and quickly felt that stepping down
was a mistake. These lawsuits were eventually settled, but in a letter to the company’s board that
was obtained by the Wall Street Journal, he said, “The board asked me to step down as chairman
without apparently doing any investigation.” He continued, “I agreed, though today I believe it
was a mistake to do so. I will not allow either my good name or the good name of the company I
founded and love to be unfairly tainted,” (Filloon). Despite somewhat owning up to his mistakes
when the news was initially released, Schnatter, in an interview with a local CBS affiliate, was
now playing the victim and claiming that he was provoked into using the racial slur and
blackmailed by Laundry Service to keep quiet. At this point, Papa John’s prohibited Schnatter,
who was no longer Chairman but still a board member, from speaking to the press.
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Figure 2.2:
Papa John’s
statement
regarding the
resignation of
John Schnatter
on July 11, 2018
obtained from
the company
website.

By the time of Schnatter’s resignation, shares had fallen approximately 25 percent since
the November remarks, with five percent of that fall being on just resignation day. This served
as a wakeup call for Ritchie and many other company executives who recognized that Papa
John’s had lost focus of their core values over the previous months and had a lot of work to do in
order to get back to being the successful company it once was. In a letter from the CEO, Ritchie
said that removing Schnatter from chairman was “the first of several key steps to rebuild trust
from the inside-out.” He said, “We will demonstrate that a diverse and inclusive culture exists at
Papa John’s through our deeds and actions,” claiming that he would implement anti-bias
training, launch a minority-owned franchise expansion, and develop a foundation focused on
unifying the races. He would spearhead these actions by hosting listening sessions and hiring an
outside expert to focus on diversity and inclusion to ultimately hire more diverse voices.
Additionally, the company released a response video on Twitter saying that the criticism, anger,
and honesty from customers were helping them become a better company.
With Schnatter now out of his leadership role, it was once again time to disassociate his
face from the brand, but this would be difficult to achieve. Since the beginning, Papa John’s was
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almost synonymous with Papa John, as Schnatter appeared in every advertisement and was even
on all of the pizza boxes. The company was seemingly centered around one man, but CEO
Ritchie said in a statement that “Papa John’s is not an individual. Papa John’s is a pizza
company with 120,000 corporate and franchise team members around the world,” (Friedman).
Their new goal was to somehow make the public think of an international team of dedicated
employees instead of the one face they had been used to seeing for so long, so they launched the
#BetterTogether initiative to share stories about the other faces behind Papa John’s.
Unfortunately, things were still not looking great for the company.
Figure 2.3: This
image shows John
Schnatter posing with
a pizza box with his
face on it, proving
there was a lot of work
to be done to rebrand
away from Schnatter’s
image.

Figure 2.4: A visual representation of Papa John’s tumultuous stock prices from January
2018 through January 2019 and declining same-store sales with 2018 quarter 3 sales
being down 9.80%. These numbers are prior to Starboard’s investment.
15

After months of downward same-store sales and over a year of bad press, activist hedge
fund Starboard Value invested $200 million in the pizza chain, which made its CEO, Jeffrey
Smith, the new chairman in February of 2019. Upon making this announcement, the Papa John’s
share price was up nearly nine percent bringing some hope to this wounded company.
In 2019, things started to look better for Papa John’s with a 19 percent increase in market
value over the course of five months. Schnatter, who owned approximately 31 percent of the
stock prior to the scandal, began selling off his portion of the company, netting millions of
dollars from the sales, and in April, his membership on the board was officially over. By
August, Schnatter had sold almost half of his shares leaving him with 16.7 percent stake in the
company that he founded, still making him the largest shareholder. Although he had no official
role within the company, Schnatter felt that Ritchie, who had been hand chosen by Schnatter as
CEO following the NFL scandal, was not fit for his CEO position anymore. Schnatter suggested
to Chairman Smith that Ritchie should be replaced, and the board ultimately agreed with
Schnatter that someone else would be a better fit for the job. Papa John’s had been doing better
than it had in the previous year, but in order for the full turnaround to happen, the board felt that
the company needed a fresh start at CEO. After all, sales growth was still negative, so Ritchie
was replaced with Rob Lynch who helped lead Arby’s to 16 consecutive quarters of same-store
sales growth and record sales and profits (Lucas). In a statement from the chairman, Smith said,
“His [Lynch’s] proven record transforming organizations and realizing the growth potential of
differentiated brands is ideally suited for Papa John’s as the company sets forth on its next
chapter.” Once again, shares jumped seven percent after this transition of leadership, but the
price still remained down 13 percent since the plunge in July 2018.
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With Lynch now at CEO, he felt that there was a need to listen to and engage more with
workers, franchisees, and shareholders, for they were well versed with the company’s
opportunities and challenges. Additionally, he saw a need to improve marketing efforts and
ultimately conquer the branding challenges associated with the backlash that stemmed from
Schnatter. Lynch saw great potential in the partnership that was launched in March prior to his
arrival that featured retired National Basketball Association (NBA) star Shaquille O’Neal as a
brand ambassador for the company, so Lynch wanted to give him a larger role. O’Neal was
brought on by Ritchie in March 2019 as the first African American director of the board and a
new face for the brand which led to a market value increase. He invested in nine franchises in
Atlanta and agreed to an $8.5 million endorsement deal with a goal of diversifying leadership
roles and helping minority communities. O’Neal also agreed to post regularly about Papa John’s
on his personal social media pages and to co-brand products with the pizza chain in the future.
Over a year after O’Neal becoming part of the Papa John’s team, Lynch launched what
would probably be Papa John’s Pizza’s most profound product to date: a co-branded, extra-large
pizza with extra cheese and 66 pepperonis cut into only eight slices making them the largest Papa
John’s slices ever. This pizza was called the Shaq-a-Roni, and with every purchase of this
product, Papa John’s donated a dollar to The Papa John’s Foundation for Building Community
which was established early on during O’Neal’s partnership to focus on the company’s values of
People First, Do the Right Thing, and Everyone Belongs. Additionally, the foundation’s main
goal is to “support communities as they work together for equality, fairness, respect and
opportunity for all.” Between June 29 and August 23, 2020, Papa John’s raised more than $3
million dollars which was distributed to organizations who share the same core values as Papa
John’s such as Boys & Girls Club of America, World Central Kitchen, and United Negro
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College Fund (UNCF). “The money raised through the Shaq-a-Roni is going to incredible
organizations that support causes like COVID-19 relief and the fight against racial injustice,”
said O’Neal in a Papa John’s press release. O’Neal is a Boys & Girls Club alum and has
firsthand knowledge about the impact that Papa John’s can truly make when they work together
for the common good and support these deserving organizations.
Figure 2.5: With
the launch of the
Shaq-a-Roni,
Shaquille
O’Neal is
temporarily
featured on Papa
John’s pizza
boxes, replacing
Schnatter as the
face of the
brand.

In conclusion, Schnatter’s first debacle caused quite the uproar, but Papa John’s was able
to get out of the spotlight after the NFL’s football season was complete. After the second
calamity though, there was not much hope for the company, and Papa John’s needed a complete
brand and image restoration. With sales and stock prices slumping, the company needed to
regain trust in order to restore consumer happiness. According to LikeFolio Consumer
Happiness data, Papa John’s consumer happiness during normal times is usually in the mid 60’s
which is higher than Dominos at 57 percent happy meaning that people tend to prefer Papa
John’s pizza. Sadly, their happiness levels sunk following the NFL scandal and even more after
the racial slur during the conference call when they hit an all-time low of 35 percent happy
(Swan).
18

Figure 2.6:
Consumer
happiness data
monitored during
Papa John’s two
scandals. The data
shows 4 peaks of
negative social
media mentions
throughout the
year.

Not only did Papa John lose his CEO title and board membership, but also, he was forced
to step down from the University of Louisville’s Board of Trustees by the area’s NAACP branch,
the company’s name was removed from the University of Louisville’s football stadium, and
Schnatter’s name was stripped from a sign in a gymnasium in his hometown, the economics
building at Purdue University, and the Institute for Entrepreneurship at Ball State, his alma
mater. Additionally, after 32 years of marriage, the woman who Schnatter claimed was the only
person in the world who could run a Papa John’s store better than him, filed for divorce, and
now, he owns less than four percent of the company.
Papa John’s stock price went as low as $38.51 per share on February 1, 2019, but
fortunately for them, they were able to raise that amount to $109.14 per share on February 12,
2021, surpassing the pre-scandal numbers. This price was an all-time high for the company,
proving that Lynch and O’Neal are moving the company in the right direction.
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Chapter 3: The History of CrossFit

T

he story of CrossFit began with Greg Glassman who was born in an uppermiddle-class Los Angeles suburb and who at ten weeks old contracted polio
which left him unable to fully operate one of his legs. Because of his

condition, he was never able to play contact sports, so he spent most of his time working on his
upper-body strength. With this, he began gymnastics, and in the 1970s when Glassman was a
teenage gymnast performing traditional bodyweight exercises, he felt that there was a better way
to improve his strength and overall athleticism. He began routinely implementing dumbbells,
cycling, and other aerobic exercises and soon noticed that these new workout regimens had
greatly improved his overall fitness compared to that of the competition. By the age of 16,
Glassman had developed almost the entire CrossFit program in his garage with specific workouts
that he found to be the most beneficial for full-body strength and conditioning.
After dropping out of several colleges to finally pursue a fitness career but getting kicked
out of several gyms in the area because of his loud, disruptive workouts, Glassman decided in
1996 to open his own gym called “Cross-Fit” in Santa Cruz, California, where he focused on
one-on-one personal training. He quickly grew his local clientele and had to begin hosting group
fitness classes to meet demand. Around the same time, he was hired by the Santa Cruz Police
Department to train their officers for duty. These two events led Glassman to believe that a
group fitness regimen could be safely implemented and had the potential to become extremely
successful. He was right.
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In 2000, after he outgrew his first space, Glassman founded CrossFit, Inc. with his second
and now ex-wife Lauren Jenai in a “1,250-square-foot truck garage on a remote road three miles
out in Soquel,” (Helm). Several of Glassman’s clients, which included police officers; football
players; soldiers; and fitness enthusiasts, asked him to post the workouts online so that they
could workout while they travelled, so Glassman launched a website and regularly posted his
workouts of the day. His workouts began receiving attention from people in different areas of
the country, and in 2002, Rob Wolfe, a former powerlifter from Seattle, visited Glassman to
inquire about establishing the first CrossFit affiliate gym. Glassman agreed, and CrossFit North
opened its doors in Washington state.
In 2004, Glassman formalized the affiliate program with extremely simple standards for
opening a gym under the CrossFit name, and by 2006, the number of gyms grew from three to
50. To understand CrossFit’s business model, one must understand the difference between an
affiliate and a franchise, for Glassman’s affiliate gyms bear the CrossFit name and logo but do
not share their revenue with Glassman and the parent company. As a result, gym owners do not
receive any help from corporate for marketing and advertising, nor do they receive territorial
rights which means a new gym could open up across the street from a longstanding one and tear
at its customer base. “To Glassman, himself a passionate libertarian, this [simple standards] was
the right thing to do: He wants his affiliates to be free to open up a box in a garage or a
warehouse or wherever else, and train how they want, and charge what they want,” (Helm). This
method is much different than the method seen by Papa John’s and most franchised companies.
Glassman felt no need to set quality control standards or monitor safety in CrossFit gyms. In
many instances, this led to outside skepticism about the danger associated with the company, but
to many rising entrepreneurs, this freedom was appealing.
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Nonetheless, CrossFit’s freedom approach combined with Glassman’s outrageous
protection over the brand, mostly through fear of trademark infringements or vocal
disagreements from affiliates about how the company was run, were often at odds with one
another. Everyone knew that Glassman was a fighter and willing to exile anyone from the
company at any time for clashing with him. A former affiliate called it a “rattlesnake intensity
and cruelty” (Helm), but it was his rough, intense personality that enticed people to follow
Glassman’s workouts in the first place. Mike Ozanian, a Forbes journalist, describes this
phenomenon saying, “Glassman, like CrossFit, is raw, to the point and effective.”
The number of affiliate gyms continued to grow, especially following the 2007 inaugural
CrossFit Games Championship in which only 70 athletes registered without even going through
a qualification process. Then, in 2008, the number nearly tripled, so a qualification process
became necessary. In the years following, the Games added regional and sectional competitions
as qualifier rounds. Dave Castro, Director of the CrossFit Games and Director of Training, said,
“The demand has been unreal. We had 4,500 people compete in the process in 2010. In 2011
we had 29,000 people enter the Open, including people from all continents and over 100
countries including China and India."
That jump in numbers was largely because of a partnership that CrossFit landed with
Reebok, the fitness apparel and footwear company, in 2010. With this partnership, the Games
would come to be known as the Reebok CrossFit Games which gave the event the credibility it
needed to land a television deal with ESPN and then later CBS Sports. Additionally, with prize
money increasing from $500 in 2007 to $300,000 after Reebok joined, athletes all over the world
wanted a chance to win not only that significant prize, but also the opportunity to call themselves
the fittest man or woman alive. Despite Glassman’s tendencies to avoid co-branding, he also
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teamed up with Rogue Fitness, an American manufacturer of gym equipment. From the
beginning, Rogue was making equipment specifically for CrossFit gyms, as the founder of the
company owns a CrossFit affiliate gym himself. The company became the sole provider of
equipment for the Games by 2010 and is also the company for which the Rogue Invitational, one
of the largest competitions for professional CrossFit athletes, is named. With these partnerships,
CrossFit began generating buzz from NFL players, during halftime shows for NBA playoff
games, and in ESPN magazine. Needless to say, they were gaining tremendous attention in the
fitness and exercise world.
Figure 3.1: Photo from
the 2013 co-branded
Reebok CrossFit
Games.
(fannetasticfood.com)
Figure 3.2: Reebok
tennis shoes made
specifically for
CrossFit. Athletes
must wear Reebok
apparel for the
Games.
(thebarbellspin.com)
Then, things became chaotic in 2012 when Glassman and Jenai’s marriage ended in
divorce which caused serious problems for the business Glassman had built. Jenai, who owned
half of the company, attempted to sell her portion of CrossFit to Anthos Capital, a Californiabased venture capital firm. Both in and outside of court, Glassman fought ruthlessly to avoid
having the company taken from him. Eventually, he was able to secure a loan from Summit
Partners and purchased his ex-wife’s shares for $16.2 million which meant that he now owned
100 percent of the growing company.
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As of 2015, “CrossFit is one of the fastest-growing networks of affiliated gyms on Earth.
A new ‘box’ [gym] opens somewhere in the world every two hours, and more than 115,000
people to date have been certified to coach. The company earns more than $100 million a year in
revenue from the $1,000 certification fees and $3,000 annual gym fees, and one man owns it 100
percent,” (Bowles). Surprisingly, “when compared to corporate chains across any industry,
CrossFit breaks the top 10 list for the most locations and is ranked among the world’s largest
franchises – Burger King, Subway, and Pizza Hut,” (Lutz). By 2020, there were more than
15,000 CrossFit locations in over 100 countries, but despite the years of success, Glassman’s
cruel personality, constant use of expletives in interviews, and overwhelmingly sexist comments
foreshadow that it was only a matter of time until the company would be trapped in some sort of
controversy.
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Chapter 4: The Controversy Surrounding CrossFit

B

etween the global public health crisis due to COVID-19 and the racial
unrest due to the murder of George Floyd, life in the United States in June
2020 was anything but quiet, and Glassman surely added to the noise.

Following Floyd’s murder by a white police officer, companies across the world were speaking
out against racism and police brutality and pledging their support to the Black Lives Matter
movement. Several companies were even donating significant amounts of money to foundations
working to end inequality among the races. Some affiliate owners, especially Alyssa Royse of
Seattle, asked Glassman to speak out against Floyd’s murder and support Black Lives Matter, but
he refused and instead, in an email, called the gym owner “delusional” for suggesting he do
something he felt was not a corporate responsibility. He also questioned her mental health,
called her names, cursed at her, and said that he was ashamed of her for questioning his brand.
Additionally, on a Zoom call with several people involved in CrossFit, he said, “We're not
mourning for George Floyd — I don't think me or any of my staff are,” which continued to spark
controversy within the company (Bently). He said, “Can you tell me why I should mourn for
him? Other than that it’s the white thing to do — other than that, give me another reason,”
(Brooks). But, unlike Glassman, gym owners and athletes had plenty reasons to mourn this
tragedy.
A few hours later, in an even more public manner, he took his racist comments to
Twitter. The Institute for Health Metrics Evaluation tweeted that “racism and discrimination are
critical public health issues that demand an urgent response,” (Brooks) and Glassman responded
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to the tweet saying, “It’s Floyd-19.” He directly compared the death of Floyd to the novel
coronavirus which led to instant backlash against Glassman and CrossFit with people calling it
“incredibly inflammatory, insensitive and thoughtless" (Salinas).
The following day, CrossFit released a statement on behalf of Glassman claiming that his
comments were a “mistake.” He refused to acknowledge that his comments were racist, but he
said that his company did not stand for racism. Much like the Papa John’s “apology” video,
there was not much of an apology.

Figure 4.1: CrossFit’s tweet on behalf
of Glassman regarding his insensitive
tweet about George Floyd.

On June 9, 2020, three days after the initial tweet, Glassman released an official
statement stepping down from his position as CEO and making the decision to retire. He said, “I
created a rift in the CrossFit community and unintentionally hurt many of its members…I cannot
let my behavior stand in the way of HQ’s or affiliates’ missions. They are too important to
jeopardize.” Castro, who served as head of the CrossFit Games, stepped up to the role of CEO
following Glassman’s departure, but unfortunately for the CrossFit brand, a lot had happened in
those three short days.
Reebok, who helped CrossFit gain the momentum it needed to be a global phenomenon,
ended their agreement with CrossFit. This meant that they would no longer sponsor the Games
or create co-branded apparel for CrossFit. Additionally, Rogue Fitness decided to stop work
with the company until Glassman was replaced.
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Royse was one of the first affiliates to dissociate from Glassman’s company, but she
surely was not the last. Jason Khalipa, a CrossFit Games champion and former affiliate,
announced his disaffiliation on June 7, along with one of the heaviest losses for CrossFit, Rich
Froning, the four-time CrossFit Games champion with over one million followers on Instagram.
These owners, and over 1,000 more dropped their CrossFit affiliation, and many top athletic
competitors began boycotting the sport. Some would come back after Glassman’s resignation,
but others moved on to a community that they felt aligned better with their personal values.
Elisabeth Akinwale, a former professional CrossFit competitor, spoke up about the
controversy. She, as part of the Black CrossFit community, said she was not surprised about
what had happened, for the culture in CrossFit gyms had lacked racial diversity since her start
with the company. She posted a video describing the environment as unwelcoming to those who
looked different and were not part of the White social circle. She said, “This is just the
culmination of a lot of things that have happened over a long period of time. A lot of folks have
been coming to me with their experiences as people of color in CrossFit spaces and how they
haven't been responded to by upper levels of the organization,” (Salinas). In the video, she
talked about the most cited reason for Black people not doing CrossFit - that they cannot afford
the $200 per month it costs to be a member - as an evasion from the underlying issues within the
company and their failure to recognize the need for an inclusive environment. She says that
there are definitely gyms out there that are comprised of predominantly people of color, but that
the overwhelming majority of CrossFit athletes are white and have connections that help them
receive the best training to succeed in the Games. She and her husband, who is also a Black
CrossFit athlete, both agree that going to the gym is supposed to be one’s leisure time, and
people do not want to feel uncomfortable or out of place during their leisure time. She
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referenced specific stories about Black CrossFitters asking White gym owners to refrain from
playing music that contained racial slurs and largely their requests being ignored. Overall, she
says that the environment tends to be the opposite of diverse and that this controversy was a long
time coming.
In fact, the company received some negative attention in 2013 when CrossFit
headquarters reposted a Facebook post from a blog called Stuff Black People Don’t Like which
was run by someone who is openly racist against African Americans. According to the post,
Black people did not like CrossFit. The company was attacked by hundreds of CrossFitters, but
not nearly to the extent of the 2020 backlash. CrossFit removed the post and issued an apology
claiming that they were not aware that the post was actually meant to be racist, but instead, they
supposedly thought the post was mocking racists. At the time, Syncere Martinez, an affiliate
owner in Harlem, New York, along with Web Smith and Johnathan Haynes, two people involved
in the CrossFit community, liked to all joke about being “one of CrossFit’s 22 black guys,”
(Smith) while Yesha Callahan released an essay about the lack of diversity, especially of Black
women, in CrossFit on the same day that the Facebook post was reposted by headquarters. Like
Akinwale mentioned in her Instagram video, the article from 2013 speaking about the Facebook
post, also mentioned the expensive membership price for CrossFit being an excuse for why
Black people “don’t like” CrossFit. Gene Demby, the author of the article and also a Black
CrossFitter, claims there is a much deeper reason for the lack of diversity within the company,
but these claims, along with those from several other Black CrossFitters, were merely
overlooked by the public until 2020.
Following the 2020 controversy, a lot of information was released about Glassman’s
history within the company. Many who had worked with him agreed with Akinwale that the
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scandal was bound to happen, but they had always thought that the controversy would arise from
“routine and rampant sexual harassment,” (Rosman). Vulgarity about women and multiple
claims of physical harassment are qualities passed down from top management to every level of
the company. One former employee said, “There was a metric ton of inappropriate behavior but
even worse, there was a systematic problem of undermining women. The systematic way they
chip away at your self-confidence, I had never experienced anything like that,” (Rosman).
Despite the sexist activities that went on inside the company, the employees were forced to sign
nondisclosure agreements, but if anyone has ever seen CrossFit advertisements of scantily clad
women, it is not hard to believe the women’s side of the story. Glassman, along with many other
people at the top of the organization, are constantly making lewd comments, even in interviews,
so one can only imagine what went on behind closed doors.
In conclusion, Glassman, and the way he ran a company, was not inclusive of race nor
gender, and it took widespread racial unrest for people to understand how crude he truly was. It
took a while for the consequences to take place, but with nearly 1,200 people dropping their
affiliation, a lot of damage had been done to the CrossFit name. Although CrossFit’s numbers
are more difficult to track than Papa John’s since CrossFit is not a publicly traded company, the
fitness brand saw quite the uproar that summer. Glassman planned to retain ownership of the
company with Castro at CEO, but instead, he decided to sell the brand to Eric Roza, a longtime
affiliate, and have him serve as both owner and CEO. Roza released a statement on June 24
acknowledging both the racist and sexist allegations against the company and making it clear that
“racism and sexism are abhorrent and will not be tolerated in CrossFit,” (Cerullo). His statement
showed responsibility for the company’s actions, passion for the business, commitment to
improvement, and encouragement for CrossFitters and affiliates alike to communicate with him
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to help create a fun, inclusive community. His statement received a lot of positive responses on
Twitter with people excited to see what actions would be taken to improve the brand. Working
quickly to save the company, CrossFit was able to avoid extensive episodes of negative press and
get back to doing what they do best: fitness.
Figure 4.2: Eric
Roza takes over as
owner and CEO
and releases a
statement
regarding the
future of CrossFit.
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Chapter 5: When and How Did Society’s Expectations Change?

A

lthough we are focusing on Papa John’s and CrossFit, it is important to
recognize the major advertising event that occurred in 2018 right around
the same time as the Papa John’s controversy. In fact, it also dealt with

Colin Kaepernick’s national anthem protests against racial inequality, but instead of speaking out
against it like Schnatter, Nike endorsed Kaepernick in the fight towards equality and shifted the
way businesses function. Since 2011, Nike, the industry leader for athletic apparel and footwear,
has been in a business relationship with Kaepernick, but it was not until September of 2018 that
the partnership took the world by storm. Nike, in my opinion, changed the way that corporations
operate by setting the precedent for corporate behavior in relation to social activism when they
released an advertisement for the thirtieth anniversary of “Just Do It” that featured Kaepernick,
the outspoken civil rights activist.
Figure 5.1: The
ad from Nike
featuring
Kaepernick after
he sacrificed his
NFL career to
protest racial
inequality.
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To say the least, the public was shocked that Nike took a stance on such a controversial
issue, for in the past, corporations tried their best to stay away from controversy in order to make
their product appealing to everybody. Like with any controversy though, there were large groups
of people on both ends of the spectrum -- some immediately logging onto Nike’s website to
purchase new workout gear and others burning the Nike products in their closets and vowing to
never purchase from the company again. Following the release of the ad, Nike’s stock price
dramatically dropped, but their apparel and shoe sales quickly rose. Despite boycotts and
backlash from people who thought Nike was crazy for embarking on such a risky business
venture, Nike proved that the world was changing and that it is important to know and
understand the framework of a brand’s audience.

Figure 5.2: This chart, from Edison Trends, compares Nike sales from September 2017 to
September 2018. With product orders falling by two percent in 2017 and surging by 27
percent in 2018, it is clear that Nike gained enormous support following the ad’s release.

Although corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been around for a long time in certain
ways, one of the first instances of it was when Macy’s contributed a portion of its funds to an
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orphan asylum in 1875. For the most part, companies did not take large-scale stances on things,
but the social situation in the United States began changing in the 1960’s during the height of the
civil rights era and the anti-war protests. At the time, progressive minds saw businesses as part
of the “establishment” that needed changing. Keith Davis, who wrote a famous CSR model
listing five propositions as to how and why businesses should take action that protects and
improves society, claimed “that businessmen have a relevant obligation towards society in terms
of economic and human values, and asserted that, to a certain extent, social responsibility could
be linked to economic returns for the firm,” (Agudelo). The most important notion to come out
of Davis’s thinking was his claim that corporations’ power and recognition would depend on
their involvement in social matters. J.W. McGuire, who also researched business’s role in
society and wrote a largely accepted book about the changing nature of their responsibilities,
reasoned “that the firm’s responsibility goes beyond its legal and economic obligations, and that
corporations should take an interest in politics, the social welfare of the community, and the
education and happiness of its employees,” (Agudelo). By the end of the 1960’s, certain groups
had expectations for corporations that were mostly unheard of prior to the beginning of the
decade.
This only increased in the following decade when the 1969 Santa Barbara oil spill led to
nationwide protests for environmental protection. Not only did these protests lead to the
establishment of Earth Day in 1970, but they also helped officially create the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) along with other federal organizations that would affect the corporate
world. Around the same time, the federal Committee for Economic Development (CED)
published A New Rationale for Corporate Social Policy and Social Responsibilities of Business
Corporations which explained that “business functions by public consent, and its basic purpose
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is to serve constructively the needs of society – to the satisfaction of society,” and that
businesses’ “future will depend on the quality of management’s response to the changing
expectations of the public,” (Agudelo). Between the increased social movements and political
legislation that were being established, the 1970s saw the development of companies like The
Body Shop, a British cosmetic, skin care, and perfume company that is focused on its
responsibilities to society and the environment through their commitment to selling ethicallysourced and cruelty-free products made from natural ingredients.
Things changed in the 1980’s when President Ronald Reagan of the United States and
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher of the United Kingdom loosened regulations on corporate
behavior. Although the government was not forcing corporations to behave a certain way which
led to focusing on solely stock prices and the skyrocketing of CEO pay relative to average pay,
society’s stance on corporate responsibility continued to increase which made businesses walk a
fine line between what was demanded by law versus what was expected by the people.
In the 1990’s, globalization started occurring which meant that corporations were starting
to receive international attention. Along with the increased attention, several European nations
were starting to develop government organizations and pass legislation that furthered the notion
of corporate responsibility, especially when it came to environmental protection. But, by the end
of the decade, the meaning of CSR had become foggy, and there was not much consensus about
what corporations should and should not do.
Then, in 1999, Kofi Annan, the Secretary General of the United Nations, said at the
World Economic Forum, “I propose that you, the business leaders gathered in Davos, and we,
the United Nations, initiate a global compact of shared values and principles, which will give a
human face to the global market,” (Agudelo). The United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) was
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formed the following year and would serve as the foundation for specific CSR principles
throughout the world in the 2000’s.
The 2010’s saw the uprising of a concept called shared value in which corporate behavior
not only enhances economic opportunity for the company but also improves the lives of the
community living and working around it. This shared value, combined with traditional CSR, led
corporations to worry about social issues even if those issues did not directly relate to their
business model, for social responsibility was transitioning into a strategic necessity. Many
scholars began believing that CSR was limited to maintaining a certain reputation but that shared
value was truly about improving society. By 2016, many academics were claiming that CSR
was necessary at the center of strategic decision making and day-to-day operations.
Despite the pattern towards political activism, brands, until recently, remained
historically apolitical as they tried to make their product or service appealing to everyone. But
now, according to a Kantar Monitor report, over 68 percent of United States consumers expect
brands to take a stance on social and political issues with that percentage changing based on
consumer demographics and generational differences. For example, Millennials, followed by
Generation Z, have the highest expectations for brands to communicate their stance on issues.
The Kantar Monitor report found that nearly half of these generations’ consumers expect brands
to take stances on issues, but contrastingly, only 31 percent of Generation X and 22 percent of
Baby Boomers expect brands to take public stances. Younger generations feel much more
inclined to support a company that has the same beliefs as them, for they see their financial
support of the company as a way of working to change the world.
With heightened political division largely based on social issues, 57 percent of consumers
will buy or boycott a brand solely based on their personal stances compared to the stances of the
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brand. But, what happens when a brand attempts to remain apolitical? According to Edelman’s
Earned Brand Study, “65 percent of belief-driven buyers will not buy a brand when it chooses to
stay silent on an issue they feel it has an obligation to address,” (Kambhampaty). In fact, in
2017, Mark Renshaw, global head of Edelman’s brand practice, described it as risking ending up
in “No Brand’s Land” meaning that failing to take a stand completely destroys consumer
perceptions of the brand and therefore the brand itself. He discussed the increasing lack of trust
that people have in government and in media and how they are now turning to corporations to
see positive changes made in society. Renshaw said, “Brands that live their beliefs in all that
they do, and invite consumers to take action with them, will be rewarded with more
conversation, more conversion, and ultimately, more commitment,” (Kambhampaty).
Despite the increased CSR, many corporations were afraid of taking stances for a long
time out of fear of losing part of their customer base. In my opinion, it was not until Nike
became a trailblazer for corporate activism, with the release of the Kaepernick ad, that taking a
stance became more of a corporate norm and companies and consumers alike understood what
they needed from a brand. When reflecting on the Kaepernick ad and its largescale acceptance
in 2018, Jerry Davis, a University of Michigan professor of management and sociology, said,
“When I first began studying the interactions between social movements and corporations 25
years ago, it was rare to see business take a public stand on social issues,” (Bain). Nike’s risk
proved to corporate America that having a good product is not enough and that it is impossible to
succeed by trying to appeal to everyone. Consumers, especially those of younger generations,
want to know that brands are supporting something that they can agree with. Nike was forwardthinking, and they gained enough insight from their consumers to know that the world was
changing and that their customers wanted a brand that would rally behind beliefs near to their
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hearts. Not only did Nike prosper from their affiliation with Kaepernick, but they also changed
the way that corporations present themselves and set new corporate standards.
In recent years, corporate America has come to understand the importance of public
relations in the wake of corporate activism. Companies like Papa John’s were ignoring the
necessary trend to align with issues that consumers believed in and therefore upsetting the public
and losing sales. By comparing the Papa John’s response to racial scandal and the CrossFit
response to the same kind of issue, it is clear to see that in a few short years, consumers’ high
expectations of a brand have solidified and completely changed the way corporations operate
making it more necessary than ever before to have an effective public relations plan.
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Chapter 6: Hypothesis - How the Differences in Behavior Affected the Companies?

P

apa John’s and CrossFit both have several thousand locations across the world
and are household names, so following very similar scandals, how did one’s
controversy dissipate while the other company’s was an ongoing crisis? It is

clear that both Papa John’s and CrossFit fell short in certain aspects of their social responsibility
and crisis communications plans, but the differences in behavior allowed one’s response to reign
supreme. Before diving into the different elements utilized by each, it is important to first
understand the fundamental differences between the companies’ structures. First, Papa John’s
International is a publicly traded company meaning that the founder, John Schnatter, did not
control every part of the company. There are several board members responsible for the
company’s strategies and operations making it more difficult for controversial decisions to be
made. Additionally, the pizza chain has thousands of shareholders across the world who all
respond to the demands of top management and operate under set standards from corporate.
Different than this method, CrossFit was owned entirely by its founder, Greg Glassman. This
meant that at the end of the day, nobody could force him out from his position as CEO nor could
they override the decisions he made about daily operations. Although there are also thousands of
CrossFit locations internationally, these locations are affiliates, not franchises, so the individual
owners do not have a direct say in what happens at corporate while corporate does not have a
direct say about what goes on in local gyms. This fundamental difference surely affected the two
companies’ controversies, for Schnatter, who shared power in the company, was in a position to
receive much more internal backlash than Glassman who did not have to answer to anyone.
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Another critical difference between the companies is their founders. Schnatter was not
only the founder, but also the face of the brand. For years, customers directly associated Papa
John’s the company with Papa John the person. By having him as the spokesperson in television
commercials, as well as the name and face on the pizza boxes, it made it difficult for the
company to disassociate from Schnatter and his racist comments. Repositioning a brand is
always difficult, for changing consumer perceptions is nearly impossible when they have lasting
memories of the pizza chain being associated with Schnatter. CrossFit’s situation was different
in that the ordinary person would probably not know who Glassman was. He was a local
celebrity within the CrossFit community, but it was much easier for people outside of the
organization to forget his name and move on from the scandal.
With these things in mind, there were still several distinct ways that the two companies
and their respective CEOs handled their situations which resulted in different outcomes for each.
One of the most noticeable differences between the two responses was the amount of time each
company took before issuing an apology or explanation for their behavior. Papa John’s waited
fourteen days to respond to the national anthem backlash which is unheard of in the digital age.
Crises happen in a matter of minutes with everyone around the world almost immediately
knowing about a company’s mistakes right after they happen. Waiting two weeks to attempt to
fix the problems that have been caused only makes the apology seem empty and as if it only
happened to try to save a suffering business. On the other hand, CrossFit released a statement
the following day on behalf of Glassman, and two days later, Glassman released his personal
statement along with his resignation from CEO. Instead of hoping that the public would forget
about Glassman’s mistake, they almost immediately acted to correct their wrongs which led to a
quicker recovery for the company.
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Because of the amount of time it took for Papa John’s to apologize, it almost
foreshadowed that the problem would happen again. By taking so long to apologize and
ultimately keeping Schnatter in his position on the board, Papa John’s prolonged the issue and
set themselves up for failure once again. Many customers rightfully felt that the first apology
was empty, so most were not surprised to hear that Schnatter made another racist comment.
Schnatter’s continued involvement in the company led to more than one scandal, but Glassman
immediately stepped down which again, allowed CrossFit to recover quickly without embarking
on a journey towards receiving more backlash.
Regardless of the amount of time it took for the CEOs to respond, they both failed in
regards to acknowledging their wrongdoings and biases. Both men, in roundabout ways, made
excuses for their behavior instead of recognizing that they had made mistakes. Instead of
genuinely apologizing and promising to make a change, they insultingly said that customers did
not understand what they meant thus making their customers’ feelings obsolete.
Additionally, media attention is a big part of any controversy, and Papa John’s has been
in the headlines since 2017 and has not been able to get out. Things have started to slow down
now that the new CEO has rebuilt the company to be more successful than ever before, but
Schnatter still finds a way to speak to the press. Whether it is taste testing Papa John’s pizzas to
claim that the company is making them wrong or telling the media that Papa John’s deserves to
be punished for how they mistreated him, Schnatter makes it clear that he is not going away. In
fact, there was a recent resurgence of Schnatter in the news in March of 2021 when he told the
media that he would never back down. Contrastingly, once again, Glassman has managed to
remain out of the media with almost no media attention for CrossFit since the summer of 2020
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when the scandal transpired. Most of what is in the news about the company today are positive
mentions about them gaining a new corporate sponsor for the CrossFit Games.
Once Papa John’s finally hired a CEO whose main goal was to focus on progress and
genuine social activism, the game changed for the company. As mentioned previously, because
CrossFit is not a public company, there is not a lot of data representing their revenue or affiliate
numbers before and after the scandal. But, that is not the case for Papa John’s. When Lynch
began actively working to support minority communities through the help of the Papa John’s
Foundation and engaging people of color in top management positions, customers saw the
corporation’s commitment to fixing its ills which resulted in increased sales and increased stock
value.
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Chapter 7: Necessary Public Relations Strategies

T

oday, brands and their executives are taking stances on polarizing issues, and
while a large amount of people want these companies to speak up, public
relations is more important than ever to covey an honest message that

captures the customer’s attention in a positive way. Kristin Demetrious, a public relations
researcher and the author of Public Relations, Activism, and Social Change, claims that the job
of public relations is to be at the center of activism opposed to solely mitigating a company’s
actions. While taking a stand on social issues is not necessarily new for companies, it is much
for prevalent and much more expected because of global awareness resulting from social media.
Taking a stand on controversial issues is not easy, and a company will never be able to please
everyone. But, by digging into customer psychographics to understand how they truly feel about
polarizing issues and following these public relations strategies, companies can ensure that they
do not end up in “no brand’s land.”
1. Understand Your Customer
Nike is the best example of understanding your customer. While it is important to stand
for something you personally believe in, it is also vital for your brand to understand the
customer’s beliefs. Not everyone at Nike, and surely not everyone in the market, agreed with the
release of the Kaepernick ad, but through research, it was clear that their audience was a group of
activists looking to make a difference in society. Many of the people who claimed that they
would never purchase from the company after the release of the ad had never purchased from the
company in the first place. Those people were not Nike’s audience and Nike understood this.
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2. Adapt to the Changing Environment
Looking at the history of corporate involvement in controversial social issues, it is clear
that this was not something many companies dealt with often. Most brands were apolitical, and
that was fine. Customers did not see a need for a company to be involved in their political and
social lives, for all they cared about was whether or not the company provided a good product or
service. Surely, this outlook has changed, for people with little trust in the government, which is
an increasingly large percentage of people, believe that corporations are going to be the ones to
contribute to real social improvement.
For many businesses, this is a completely new way of thinking, so they must adapt to the
new expectations that society has placed on them. Papa John’s failed to recognize that people
were now holding them to higher standards than ever before, so when they fell short, the
company experienced backlash like they never would have expected. Whether it is following the
latest political trends, modern science for product improvements, or new large-scale movements
for the betterment of society, companies must be aware of the community’s perceptions of these
movements and communicate their stance in a way that is inclusive and acceptable.
3. Develop a Crisis Communications Plan
Long before a crisis happens, every company should have a plan in place for if one
develops, for no matter how hard you try to make customers happy, mistakes are bound to
happen. This plan should include steps for who will deliver the message, to whom the message
will be delivered, and in which format the message will be delivered in order to save time in the
event of a crisis. Also, a detailed timeline regarding post-crisis communications is vital to the
survival of a business, for it will ensure that the information presented to the public flows
logically and is therefore effective. Despite Papa John’s attempting to develop some sort of
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crisis communications plan prior to their second controversy, it never came to fruition, and at the
end of the day, a plan does not work if a corporation’s members ignore it when the time arises.
4. Have a Set Spokesperson
For effective communication to occur, a company needs to have a set spokesperson that
can keep themselves composed during a time of crisis. It does not matter if it is the CEO, the
head of public relations, or any other executive, but what matters is their ability to convey the
brand’s challenges in a way that is confident, selfless, sympathetic, and well-informed. By
having a set spokesperson, everyone in the company will know his or her role when the crisis
occurs, and the spokesperson can immediately start gathering information and working with
different departments to generate a message. Additionally, by having a spokesperson that
understands the audience, customers can put a human face to a brand adding a personable take
on something that can otherwise feel very distant. If there are multiple faces in the media,
confusion will occur and the message’s intent will get lost in the crowd.
Papa John’s failed to implement this tactic when their crises occurred, so there were
multiple different people talking to news outlets. While company executives were trying to save
the brand from Schnatter’s words, Schnatter was talking to the media and saying things that were
adding to the backlash. If Schnatter had refrained from doing interviews with different media
platforms, a single spokesperson might have been able to slow down the explosive backlash.
5. Take a Stand and Do Not Stay Quiet
If a company does not adapt to the changing environment, it might be stuck in a time
where it was okay to remain apolitical. As discussed, that is nearly impossible in today’s world.
Politics is at the forefront of everyone’s lives, and people have stronger opinions than they
probably ever had before. Whether or not consumers are happy to talk about certain political
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issues, the majority of them feel that it is their responsibility to know what is happening in
society and how they can work to fix its problems. With people, especially those in younger
generations, being much more likely to support a company that represents their values or boycott
a company that fails to speak up, companies cannot be afraid to take a stand. Glassman refused
to speak up in support of Black Lives Matter at a time when it was expected. Glassman did not
even have to express his disapproval of the movement for people to point fingers at him. His
silence was loud enough, and after a few days of going on with business as if social unrest was
not occurring across the world, people could already assume that he was racist and not fit for his
position as CEO of an international company.
6. Make a Timely Apology
Making a timely apology is crucial in correcting a company’s mishaps, but it is not
always easy. Having a crisis communications plan in place beforehand will help a company time
their responses correctly, and while speaking too quickly can lead to rash decision-making and
the release of misinformation, taking too long to comment will let the mistakes simmer and result
in increased backlash. When a company is contacted by the media, it is okay for them to say
they are still gathering the information and need a few more minutes before they can speak, but
they cannot go days, or sometimes even hours, without commenting. Social media has allowed
society to have information at their fingertips in real-time. If a large company like Papa John’s
or CrossFit makes a mistake, the world will know about it in a matter of minutes, so it is best to
make a statement as quickly as possible once you have composed yourself and gathered all the
necessary materials.
Papa John’s astonishingly waited two weeks before trying to fix their problems which
allowed for their name to be all over every national media outlet and for the scandal to go viral
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on social media. People took notice of their failure to respond, and therefore, Schnatter’s already
bad comments had even worse implications once people had the time to let the information fester
in their minds and on their Twitter feeds. If the Papa John’s apology would have been quicker,
they might not have received so much negative media coverage and ultimately over two years
spent trying to rebuild the company.
7. Be Honest and Transparent
It is easy for people to read between the lines and determine if a company is being
genuine or not when it issues an apology. Good apologies should always address what the
person is sorry for and should establish goals for improved behavior moving forward. Likewise,
the company must take responsibility when they have made a mistake, be honest about what
effects the mistake has caused, and update the audience whenever possible. It is recommended
to not say “no comment” in response to questions from the media because it automatically
conveys guilt and dishonesty. Instead, ask for more time to develop your message so that you
can pass along accurate information. In fact, retired Chief Public Relations Officer for Johnson
& Johnson says, “the PR and journalism industries share a common currency: dedication to
facts,” (Etchison). He believes that healthy communication focused on honesty and authenticity
will elevate public dialogue and strengthen institutions.
Papa John’s and CrossFit both struggled with issuing genuine apologies. When Papa
John’s waited 14 days to apologize and then released a thread on Twitter claiming that they
supported protests and wanted to stop racial injustice, it came across as very ingenuine, for they
had clearly established, even before the scandal, how they felt about social justice issues. Then,
Schnatter completely passed blame on the company instead of taking responsibility for his
actions. Glassman’s statement following the scandal recognized and apologized for the pain that
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his words were causing, but then, he defended himself by saying the words were not racist. At
this point, nearly everyone who read about the scandal understood that what he said was indeed
racially insensitive, so by claiming otherwise, Glassman undermined the actual effects of his
words on society. Additionally, Glassman then went on a tangent about saving the human race
from obesity which was completely inappropriate and served as a way for him to try to distract
the world from the problem at hand. These two men failed when it came to crisis
communications, but the men who replaced them at CEO, Lynch and Roza, both released
incredible examples of statements in a time of crisis. By recognizing the recent pitfalls and
strongly communicating the stances that the companies would take moving forward, the two men
were able to get people back on their sides and restore the damaged companies.
8. Follow-up Your Words with Corrective Action
All of the previous steps build up to this one, and if a company forgets this crucial stage,
the rest of the steps will be worthless. Whatever promise that is made by a company in its
apology statement must be reasonable so that the company can follow through with corrective
action. Whether it be removing a toxic CEO, donating money to certain causes, bringing more
diversity to the executive panel, or eliminating harmful ingredients from a product, an apology
means nothing without taking the physical steps to fix the mistakes. Empty promises make
customers increasingly angry because they feel cheated, but if a company truly brings about
change, that is a sure way to gain respect and support from customers. The creation of the
#BetterTogether movement and the Papa John’s Foundation as well as the partnership with
Shaquille O’Neal showed customers that Papa John’s was serious about changing the way it
operated and, despite the way the company might have been perceived in the past, would
actively work towards establishing equality among the races.
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Chapter 8: Potential Implications and Barriers

A

s mentioned several times, taking a controversial stand or operating during
a time of heightened corporate activism is not a simple feat, and there will
be several implications along the way because no matter what, half of the

world will probably not like your decisions. People within the company will make mistakes,
every action, big or small, will be scrutinized by the public, and companies are bound to be
accused of things whether or not they are true.
The Papa John’s and CrossFit situations prove that there are bound to be internal barriers
within a company, and in both of their cases, it was controversy stemming from the CEO.
Controversy can stem from any level of a corporation, but the chief executive will rightfully be
held to the highest standards. At the end of the day, they are the person behind the brand and
have the most influence over how the company interacts with its community. CEOs can create
positive change, so if the public is under the impression that top executives are passing up the
opportunity to do so, society will push them out from their prestigious position.
Another barrier that Papa John’s faced was having Schnatter as the face of the brand.
Not only was he the CEO, but his name and face were on every touchpoint that the customers
experienced. Branding professionals are advising companies to refrain from using human faces
in their brand, for people are always bound to make mistakes. Having Schnatter in the ads added
a personal touch but proved disastrous as the company struggled to eliminate him from
consumers’ minds during their partial rebranding process. In addition to the issues seen with
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Schnatter’s image being used for the logo, companies like Aunt Jemima and Uncle Ben’s prove
that human faces and caricatures in branding do not withstand time and should be avoided.
This is an interesting concept in today’s society though, for influencer marketing is so
prevalent. Most brands have found that hiring brand representatives is a cost-effective way of
reaching their intended niche, but ultimately, hiring these representatives means trusting them
with your brand’s reputation. This was seen in 2020 when YouTuber, Instagram influencer, and
successful podcast host Danielle Carolan was a victim of cancel culture after people accused her
of not recognizing her white privilege and making insensitive comments on a “private”
Instagram account. Additionally, people found where her friends used racial slurs and faulted
Carolan for associating with these people. She made several apology videos but ultimately
stopped posting on social media for a few months because the comments section was flooded
with people saying her apologies were ingenuine. Carolan lost several subscribers on YouTube
and also lost brand deals with companies that she had been a representative for.
All of this is to say that while although Papa John’s has embarked on a new journey by
using Shaquille O’Neal as their brand representative, he is still human, and there could be
potential implications. In fact, two things did arise when they brought him on to the team. First,
people were accusing Papa John’s of using him and the color of his skin for financial gain, and
second, people were accusing O’Neal of being a sell-out and forgetting his beliefs to work for a
company that did not represent the same values so that he could make millions of dollars. Eric
Schiffer, chairman of Reputation Management Consultants, said, “I don’t think he’s seen as a
sell-out. He’s got the trust, certainly with millennials and certainly with African Americans,”
(Hirsch). I agree with Schiffer that O’Neal is probably a great person to have on their team, but
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at the end of the day, no matter who you are, implications can arise when trusting your brand in
the hands of other human beings.

Another implication of operating during a time of increased corporate activism is being
accused of bandwagon activism, when people or businesses participate in a movement because it
has become popular or trendy on social media. A prime example of this is when Nike released
the “Don’t Do It” ad following the murder of George Floyd. They were one of the first
companies to release a statement, and almost immediately, every company jumped on the
bandwagon whether or not they truly stood for inclusion. Bandwagon activism contributes to
empty messages, and while some argue that increased exposure of social movements is always a
good thing, I believe that it can make the matter worse and lead people to believe that change is
happening when it actually is not.

Similar to bandwagon activism is woke-washing. Woke-washing can be defined as a
corporation or institution saying or doing something that signals their advocacy for a
marginalized cause but continuing to cause harm to vulnerable communities. Keeping quiet like
Glassman did during the peak of the Black Lives Matter movement caused lots of controversy,
but making empty statements will definitely have its negative effects on a company, too. At the
end of the day, advertising is about communicating your brand in a way that allows for monetary
gain, but Dan Cullen-Shute, founder of the creative agency Creature of London, says “But the
question is whether that can exist alongside being genuinely good things,” (Jones). He describes
woke-washing as a cynical way of looking at advertising because the term accuses companies of
deliberately exploiting people when, he claims, many of them genuinely want to do good. While
this may be true, corporations are capitalizing on the fact that young people look to corporations
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to fight for their values, but in doing so, people have begun to take a step back and ask if they are
actually bringing about any change in the world. Often, people say the answer is no, for there
are many examples of hypocritical companies.

For example, Nike, the company that I believe to be trailblazers for corporate activism,
loves to promote racial equality, and through the Kaepernick ad, they profited six billion dollars.
Meanwhile, many of their products are manufactured in Asian countries, and several people
claim that the working conditions are equivalent to those of sweatshops. Additionally, Alysia
Montaño, a Nike-sponsored runner and a Black woman, criticized the company for not providing
her with paid maternity leave despite claiming support for racial and gender equality. These
events left people wondering if the company even supports basic human rights. McDonald’s
also received criticism when they posted statements denouncing police brutality and promoting
Black rights. Many believed that if corporate actually cared about the African American
community, they would pay their workers, which are abundantly minorities, a better living wage
and provide them with better health protection during COVID-19. Audi released a Super Bowl
ad in 2017 speaking to gender equality and equal pay for women, and they were lauded until
people realized that only two of fourteen executives in the company were women. These are just
three examples of what can be considered woke-washing, and like Dorothy Brown, a law
professor at Emory University puts it in reference to the George Floyd statements, "Most of these
corporate statements were put together by the marketing team that was trying not to offend white
customers and white employees," (Dowell). Generally speaking, authenticity is key and people
get statement fatigue very quickly. Releasing a statement that does not go hand in hand with
your company’s actions is bound to lead to public scrutiny.
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Chapter 9: How Other Companies Have Handled Corporate Activism

A

ccording to Assistant Professor of Management at the University of
Pennsylvania Mary-Hunter McDonnell, “We’ve seen a 75 percent increase
since 2000 in the number of social movements targeting firms,” so while

Papa John’s and CrossFit are only two examples of brands that have experienced public relations
difficulties in the midst of crisis, there are several other companies that have experienced similar
issues and prove the validity of the steps I have established for handling these kinds of situations.
1. 1982 Tylenol Poisoning
The Tylenol case, while not a result of modern corporate activism nor a result of internal
mistakes or controversy, is important to mention, for it is one of the most famous public
relations and crisis communications stories that companies can still look to as a role model
when dealing with all aspects of public relations, including modern day controversy and
activism. To quickly summarize the events, someone purchased Tylenol from the store,
added poison to the bottles, and returned them to stores in Chicago. Then, the news broke
that several people died after consuming the medicine before the company even knew what
had occurred. According to a post-crisis study by Johnson & Johnson, over 90 percent of the
American population heard the story by the end of the first week which meant that the
company had a lot of work to do in order to regain consumer trust. Tylenol, in the business
of helping people, followed up their realization by immediately issuing advertisements and
media announcements to notify the public about what happened. They also stripped the
product from shelves across the nation, even though the poisoned product was probably only
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in Illinois, which ultimately costed them millions of dollars. The company Chairman, James
Burke, was not willing to take the chance and wanted to live up to the company’s moral
promise. The company was transparent and compassionate throughout the crisis and
followed up all their words with action, even releasing the first tamper-resistant container
only six weeks later. Negative media coverage slowed down, and a few months later, the
company had recovered most of its market share.
2. Starbucks’ Employee Anti-bias Training
Although the events that happened at the Philadelphia Starbucks location on April 12,
2018 were on a local level, it holds many similarities to Papa John’s nationwide scandal.
After two Black men were arrested from the store for what employees wrongfully considered
trespassing, national media coverage exploded with #BoycottStarbucks on Twitter and racist
accusations against the company. CEO Kevin Johnson waited until two days after the event
to release a statement which felt very forced and ingenuine, much like Papa John’s. But,
Johnson fixed his wrongs and quickly released a heartfelt video and met with the men in
person to apologize, adding authenticity to his statements. Additionally, Johnson said in his
apology that they would be looking through their policies and educating their employees. He
lived up to this promise, and the company closed down its stores for half a day,
approximately losing $14 million in sales, to conduct anti-bias training with all of its
workers. Papa John’s also conducted anti-bias training, but Starbucks was able to act quicker
and appear more genuine which led to a quicker recovery for the company. Much like
Tylenol, Starbucks forgot about monetary gain to fix its wrongs.
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3. Knicks Owner and Madison Square Garden CEO During BLM
James Dolan, the CEO of Madison Square Garden and the owner of the only NBA team
to not make a statement about the killing of George Floyd, was involved in a situation similar
to that of Greg Glassman. Both men wanted to remain quiet in a time where being apolitical
is virtually impossible. Dolan said in an email to employees, “As companies in the business
of sports and entertainment, we are not any more qualified than anyone else to offer our
opinion on social matters.” With every other NBA team’s statement lost in the crowd,
Dolan’s message of silence spoke the loudest. Employees and players were furious with his
decision and accused him of racism, which he denied by saying that his actions during his
time at the company prove otherwise. Whether or not this is true, Dolan’s situation proves
that saying nothing at all in a time of corporate activism, and bandwagon activism for that
matter, sends strong messages to the world. With much public scrutiny, he finally released a
statement on the day of Floyd’s funeral condemning racism but making no mention of Floyd
or the situation at hand. He tried to avoid the main issue at all costs, and despite participating
in Blackout Friday, like nearly every other “woke” person in America, it surely was not
enough to minimize the damage he had done to his reputation.
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Chapter 10: Conclusion
Companies like the Coca-Cola Company have been trying to promote equality since the
1970s when they released the “I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing (In Perfect Harmony)”
commercial, but their messages were not as expressive and obvious as those of today. Truly, it
was not until the communications revolution, when communicating with companies became a
two-way street via social media, that corporations started to understand what their customers
expected of them from a social justice standpoint. Although the long-term effects of brands
aligning with social justice issues are not certain, the current short-term effects are not only
generally positive, but also necessary to a company’s survival.
Because of generational differences, people are losing trust in both the government and
the media and are thus looking to corporations to bring about social change, especially in regards
to racial equality. When brands like Nike first started taking political stances, industry
professionals thought they were taking an insane risk. But, like Dr. Erica Taylor Southerland of
Howard University states, “There’s an entire generation of workers who don’t recognize this
atmosphere as provocative. To them, it is the normal everyday,” (Etchison). These people,
predominantly Millennials and Generation Z, see corporate activism as not only normal
behavior, but expected behavior, and increasingly, they solely want to support brands that
outwardly speak up for the movements they personally believe in so that they can feel like they
are contributing to a better future. This is unlike older generations who are mostly looking for a
good product, less willing to accept change, and do not believe it is a business’s place to speak
up about social matters. Despite these differences, the majority of these corporations’ audiences
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are shifting towards younger, more liberal thinking individuals. Therefore, corporations are
focusing on the external environment and listening to their main customer base.
Like I have mentioned, I believe that Nike set the tone for corporate activism when they
released the Colin Kaepernick ad, and they have continued to do so with the “Don’t Do It” ad.
In 2017 when Schnatter made insensitive comments about the national anthem protests, I do not
think that Papa John’s realized they were operating in a world on the brink of change. It was a
long time coming, but when Nike released the controversial ad just a few months later, society
began holding companies to the highest of standards. Ultimately, Papa John’s, caught up in
changing times and their own selfishness, failed. Nike’s influence has lasted into the present, for
just last year, brand after brand came under fire for racial insensitivity, CrossFit being one of
them. CrossFit, although making mistakes along the way, had situations like the one at Papa
John’s, as well as an understanding of the society’s expectations of corporate activism as shown
through companies like Nike, to reference. Because of this, I firmly believe that corporations
like Papa John’s had to work through a public relations debacle in order to understand that
companies must recognize their audience, adapt to the changing environment, and develop a
crisis communications plan that entails having a set spokesperson who communicates honest
messages in a timely manner and takes a stand followed by corrective action. Society puts a
premium on truth, and there will always be hurdles in correctly communicating that truth in a
way that resonates with the majority. Nonetheless, I believe that with each day that goes by and
with each company that finds themselves involved in controversy, brand remediation times are
improving and corporate executives are truly understanding the importance of public relations
amidst the shift towards corporate activism.
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